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The Power of Culture for Social Change
Infusing Activism with Art Makes for Beautiful Music
SIKAHN

it, there is no guarantee that they will exercise it more democratically than those who
have had it before, nor that their values
related to race, gender or sexual orientation will be more enlightened or humane.

B

egin with the Grassroots Leadership
logo, seven symbols set inside a
Southern quilt representing the
blend of organizing and cultural work which
together make up the organization's mission. Start with images of the economic reality that poor and working people confront: a factory with three smokestacks,
pouring out smoke; a farm in distanced perspective, receding from view, much as family farms are disappearing all over the
South. Go to the picture that depicts organizing for power, dark-skinned and lightskinned people together on a picket line.
Observe the symbols of hope and of the
future: a black hand and a white hand either clasped or clapping, a stylized black
and white palmetto, the state tree of South
Carolina, which also looks like arising sun.
Then notice the symbols of song and
story: folksinger Pete Seeger's long-necked
five-string banjo, gospel and freedom
singer Jane Sapp singing or shouting. Go
back to the hands: if clapping rather than
clasped, are they clapping in rhythm to
what Jane is singing? Is Jane one of the
people on the picket line, leading the song
or the chant, shouting out the demands?
Are the hands those of the people on the
picket line, keeping time to the song, to the
chant, to the sound of their feet as they
march?
Grassroots Leadership is a crossroads
Vol. 8, #9

for both activist and artistic work, for both
action and reflection. The dynamic tension
between these ways of thinking and working gives creativity and force to our role as
a Southern-based resource for national
social justice and makes it relevant in particular ways to the long-term process of
building a progressive movement -in the
United States.
The organization's goal is to help
people who are marginalized, disenfranchised and dispossessed organize for
power. But it does not stop there.
Although we deeply believe in organizing poor and working people for power, we
also believe that power alone is not
enough. The experience of oppression
does not necessarily make an individual or
a community wiser or more just. When
those who have been without power gain
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Getting to the Heart oflt
Organizing tools alone are rarely enough
to change deeply held values and beliefs.
To do so, we also need to use the tools of
culture and art which throughout history
have proven themselves able to break
through to the human heart.
To be effective, organizing must change
more than power. It must also change the
relationship that the people being organized have to power. Through the integration of cultural work with organizing techniques, Grassroots Leadership is attempting to transform the nature of organizing
so that, through a process of celebration
and community-building based in culture,
art and craft, it helps people change not
only their relationship to power but how
they think about and relate to themselves
and to others.
This last phrase, "how people think
about and relate to themselves and toothers," is a basic political education question. It addresses what is often a weakness
of both community and labor organizingthat they can become, in ways typical of
the dominant cultures in today's world,
technological, instrumental, linear, manipucontinued on page two
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continuedfrom page one

lative. People and organizations may win
on the issues. But that doesn't necessarily
mean they develop new understandings of
how and why they won, of power and how
it is exercised, of difference and how it is
exploited. They may experience the power
of numbers, but not necessarily the concurrent power of knowledge, of understanding. Some of the conditions of their lives
may change, but they will not necessarily
transform their relationship to others (particularly their relationships to those different from themselves, to "the other"), to
themselves, to power itself.
These transformations lie in the realm
and are the responsibility of political education. Yet traditional organizing and educational methods, which are fundamentally
intellectual, aren't always adequate to deal
with a transformative process, particularly
one which challenges racism, sexism, homophobia, anti-semitism and other barriers which divide people from each other.
Breaking through such barriers requires velocity, momentum, torque, acceleration of
the spirit as well as of the mind. It is a visceral and emotional as well as an intellectual process.
Such emotional and visceral breakthroughs are the expertise of culture and
cultural work. Poems, songs, paintings,
murals, chants, sermons, quilts, stories,
rhythms, weaves, pots, dances can literally lift people both out of and into themselves, into a different level of self-understanding. Sometimes even into the life and
consciousness of another self, of someone quite different from their self, from
themselves.
The power of culture can also be an antidote to people's racialized and gendered
inertia, to their inability to see beyond their
own eyes. If organizing can transform
power, culture can transform consciousness, can perform the acts of political education that, combined with organizing,
make social change transformative.
Add Culture and Mix?

Yet within the world of organizing, culture is too often (to paraphrase Charlotte
Bunch's famous quote about women and
"history") a matter of "add music and mix."
Cultural workers and cultural work itself
are often seen as minor adjuncts to the organizing process: a quilt at an auction, a
song or two at a rally, a chant on a picket
Page 2

line. Many organizers have yet fully to recognize and to incorporate into their daily
and working lives the lessons of culture
and cultural work, to draw on the full power
that culture can provide. To be truly powerful, organizing needs to draw on and incorporate the full variety of traditional and
non-traditional forms from many cultures.
This is not just a matter of finding "professional" artists who can bring these skills
to the organizing process. It's also critical
(and this is something that many political
artists are ·highly skilled at) to call forth
and highlight the cultural skills of ordinary
people, the members and leaders of our
organizations. A remarkable number of
people who in no way consider themselves
artists nonetheless paint, draw, sing, play,
write, act, quilt, create pageants, tell stories, preach, dance. Creating opportunities
for them to do so as part of an ongoing campaign or organization allows them to give
voice to themselves, to move from being
silenced to being outspoken. If the worker
who says no to the boss from the opposite
side of the negotiating table fmds power
and pride in that act, so does the community person who reads her poetry at the
mass meeting before the negotiations begin.
Art and Organizing: A Case Study
How do progressive activists move towards a position where we more effectively
integrate cultural work with our organizing? One answer is for activists to add to
their organizing toolbox a set of basic cultural work techniques. It may or may not
be true that everyone is in some way an
artist. But, based on our experience at
Grassroots Leadership, every organizer can
learn a handful of basic cultural skills that
they can use in their everyday work: helping members and leaders write songs, poetry and chants (one hint: do it collectively
in small groups, rather than individually),
using storytelling and theater to create
strategy.
Here's one example of how to do this
that anyone can use. It starts with a piece
of oral history told by Aunt Molly Jackson, radical midwife and union organizer
from Eastern Kentucky (the original is available on the Smithsonian Folkways Album,
"Songs and Stories of Aunt Molly Jackson'). I've memorized it, but it's just as easy
to play the original tape or read the script.
The story takes place in a Kentucky coal
camp in the 1930s, where the miners have
RESIST Newsletter

been locked out and their children are starving. Aunt Molly borrows a sugar sack from
a neighbor, robs the company store at gunpoint, distributes the food to the families
who need it the most and goes home:
My house was the next house
and by the time I got into the door
the deputy sheriff was there to arrest me
And he said to me, he says,
Well, Aunt Molly, what in the world, he
says
have you turned out, he says, to be a
robber?
I said, Oh, no, Frank, I said
I am no robber
but I said it was the last chance
I have heard these little hungry children
cry
for something to eat
'til I'm desperate
I'm almost out of my mind
And, I said, I will get out
as I said
and collect that money
continued on page three
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The Power of Culture
continued from page two

just as quick as I can
and pay them
I said, You know
I'm as honest
as the days is long
And the tears come in
his eyes
.A nd he said
Well, Aunt Molly, he
says
They sent me up here, he
says
to arrest you
The coal operator
well, Goodman, sent me
here
to arrest you for that
But, he says
if you've got the heart
to do that much, he says
for other people's children
that's not got one drop
of your blood in their The jacket for Si Kahn's original music CD was designed by
bodies, he says
Levins Morales.
I will pay that bill myself,
Whatever happens, we talk about it, anahe says
lyze it, strategize it. In a short period of
and, he says, if they fire me
time, we've had an experience of organizfor not arresting you, he said
ing which also incorporates oral history,
I will be damned glad of it
storytelling and theater, made all the more
That's just the way he said it
real because of the cultural content.
He walked out
and he didn't arrest me.
Organizing Art & the Art of Organizing
Training techniques like the one just deThis story makes for a great follow-up
scribed are aimed at helping everyday ordiscussion, in part because it's created an
organizing "case study" in which everyganizers become in some small measure cultural workers. But Grassroots Leadership
one has shared the same experience and
has also benefited, as any organization can,
has the same amount of information with
from building partnerships with people who
which to confront the hard questions. Is
define themselves as cultural workers. A
Aunt Molly Jackson an organizer or a comnumber of them have served on our board
munity leader? Does she make good straof directors, where they have not only
tegic choices? Is she acting ethically when
helped us think through how to integrate
she points a gun at the store operator?
cultural and political work, but have creDoes she put people in the community at
risk without their knowledge or approval?
ated models of how to do so.
Board member Jane Sapp, for example,
At some point, someone asks what acturned our fundraisers into cultural celebratually happened next. The answer is, "Let's
tions, preaching from the piano about our
find out," and the discussion turns into
work and illustrating her comments with
improvised theater, with participants playsongs. Board member Cathy Fink first intering Aunt Molly, the deputy sheriff, the
viewed long-time member Kain.au Marcharia
women in the coal camp, the mine owner.
about his life and work, then mixed it with
Sometimes Aunt Molly gets dragged off
political music to produce a "radio tape"
to jail after all; sometimes the women storm
titled "Black Warrior," the English translathe jail and free her. Sometimes the sheriff
tion of his Swahili name. The tape features
fires on the crowd and someone gets killed.
Vol. 8, #9
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Kamau talking about his
life and hard times, his journey from a maximum security prison to being a community and labor organizer
and leader. In a society
which increasingly depends less on the written
word and more on voice
and images, such tapes,
which can be used for either broadcast or listening,
can be a powerful educational as well as cultural
tool.
While not every organization knows internationally recognized artists, ev-:
ery community has a wealth
of local cultural workers
who are often honored to
be invited into organizations and onto boards,
where they can help shape
the organization's cultural
agenda. Perhaps surprisRicardo
ingly, many artists, because
they as a matter of economic survival need to become skillful business managers, also make
great chairs for finance and fundraising
committees. Cultural workers, because of
their experience working in communities,
can also make fine staff members for activist organizations.
Cultural work is also a great fundraising
resource for political organizations. We
have drawn on cultural resources from many
different traditions and backgrounds to
create an ongoing series of "community
celebrations," events in cities around the
country which feature an evening of music, poetry, storytelling or theater, along
with an appeal for funds to sustain our work.
While we at Grassroots Leadership are
excited about the ways in which we've
worked to integrate cultural and political
work, we also think that this is something
any organization can do at least to some
extent-and that the progressive movement
would be both more effective and more fun
if this happened. But such a process also
makes demands on the organization that
decides to take it on. Just as culture flourishes best in an open society ( although
extraordinary and heroic art has been created under the most repressive conditions),
continued on page four
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cultural work is most at home in a democratic organization.
Grassroots Leadership is very aggressive as an institution about the need to
confront issues of race, gender, class and
power, something that cultural work also
does well. We are, however, not just preaching these principles, but figuring out how
to incorporate them into the work that we
do. In this sense, Grassroots Leadership
serves as a mini-laboratory for the transformations of organizing and cultural work

which we believe are critical if a true progressive movement in the U.S. is to be built.
This is a critical challenge to organizers
today. How do you organize people, how
do you reach and teach them, in ways that
transform their understanding of power
and their relationship to power, not just
individually, but collectively? Grassroots
Leadership believes that the combination
of cultural work and organizing is part of
the answer. It is at this intersection of culture and power that the future of organizing, and of social justice work, must be

found. We are, as Mississippi Delta blues
singer Robert Johnson says, "Standing at
the crossroads, trying to flag a ride."

Si Kahn is executive director of Grassroots Leadership. He also serves as
campaign director for the Community
Assets Campaign, and is the founder of
Jewish Fund for Justice. Si has recorded
12 albums. For more information,
contact Grassroots Leadership, PO Box
36006, Charlotte, NC 28236.

HI Had a Hammer
Using Theater to Shape a Movement for Justice
MARY SPRUNGER-FROESE

A

catalog from the Syracuse Cultural
Workers entitled "Tools for Change"
includes an insightful quote from Bertolt
Brecht: "Art is not a mirror held up to reality but a hammer with which to shape it."
Amen! So get out those hammers! That's
what First Strike Theatre aims to be-a tool
that activists can use to help shape a reality more in line with justice.
First Strike Theatre is a part ofPikes Peak
Justice and Peace Commission, which has
been working at consciousness-raising
around justice and peace issues in Colorado Springs for 20 years. The Theatre performs on the street and in more conventional venues.
Humor, music and embracing the fool
have woven some powerful disarming magic
for us. Last year, as part of Pikes Peak, I
wrote a song for a benefit for two Plowshares activists. The chorus goes, "Disarm and hammer, disarm and hammer, let go
your weapons and let's create peace." This
little hymn to nonviolence calls for a laying down of weapons in order to pick up
the tools to construct peace.
Now that I think of it, that's how I see
art, and for me, theater as we practice it in our
particular cauldron of Colorado Springs.
Our hope in First Strike is that our energy
and wit will be disarming enough to help
folks look at the tools they might pick up
to create a new reality. Audiences can look
at issues with less fear and more fun when
they're wrapped-rapt-or rapped-in
tunes and spoofs. And we've certainly disPage 4

covered power in the simple story, the stark
image-the tools are only as limited as our
imaginations.
Since our unintentional beginnings over
a decade ago (three ofus were simply inventing a couple skits for a peace in space
rally), we've hit the pavement, the podium
and the proscenium for a wealth of issuesand yet, they are all of a piece, or a peace,
that aspires to work for the well-being of
the planet and its guests.
Why is this radical? Or "political"? Fluff
dinner theaters are not labeled "political"
yet reinforce the status quo as much as we
try to challenge it. Surely in this culture
dissent is seen as "political" and silent
consent is not. Well, if we must be labeled
"political", let's put the "tickle" in "politickle". Let's tease sensibilities, perceptions
and thought, provoking that sneeze-or
achoo or aha!-of recognition.
As a diversity-loving, peacenik troupe
in a military, right-wing-religious-laced
town, First Strike is never at a loss for topics or opportunities--even if they, and we,
come uninvited. We've solicited as industry "whores" at the annual hi-tech arms
"bizarre" space symposium where defense
contractors weren't sure if they wanted to
make us offers or arrest us. We've testified
at a town meeting to the danger of "forest
firings" as Smokey the Bear weighed in
against concealed weapons in parks. We've
sung above the din of an art opening for
the campaign for open space. We've
marched and led sing-alongs for gay and
lesbian rights in the town that first passed
an unconstitutional resolution denying gay
RESIST Newsletter

men and lesbians equal rights. And we've
been welcomed by groups promoting
women's empowerment, homeless people's
rights, and alternative energy.
Certainly a huge part of our staying
power- or persevering power-comes
from the community of kindred souls who
support us as surely as we represent them.
While at times critics may dismiss us as
"preaching to the choir," we've also been
thanked by fans for helping the choir to
keep on singing. We're honored and
humbled to be a visible banner carrier for
the voices of social change in this city.
We love what Peter Schumann of Bread
and Puppet Theater says: "The arts are
political, whether they like it or not. If they
stay in their own realm, preoccupied with
their proper problems, the arts support the
status quo, which in itself is highly political. Or they scream and kick and participate in our century's struggle for liberation in whatever haphazard way they can,
probably at the expense of some of their
sensitive craftsmanship, but definitely for
their own souls' sake."
Let's insist, resist, persist. Let's take
heart. Let's take art!

For 20 years Mary Sprunger-Froese has
been part of a community of resistance
and hospitality in Colorado Springs.
Shes directed First Strike Theatre since
founding it in 1990. Pikes Peak Justice
& Peace Commission received a grant
from Resist this year. For information,
contact them at 235 East Fountain Blvd,
Colorado Springs, CO 80903.
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Funk and Black Protest:
Recovering a Post Black Power Era
RICKEY VINCENT

"'\ "I 7hen I was a youngster, enjoying the

VV funky sounds from KDIA, Oakland's
black-owned radio station, I was often told
by elders that my favorite music was silly
and not really black music-Duke Ellington,
Billie Holiday, John Coltrane, they were the
epitome ofblack musicians.
But as a high school graduate in 1979, I
relished the fact that I would forever have
my year associated with the 1970s. I firmly
felt that the period I had just gone through
was the Golden Age of Dance Music, as
Soul and Funk had turned into relentless
groove music that spoke to a people's vision of liberation-even if that liberation
was only going to take place on the
dancefloor.
Yet nobody spoke of the '70s and Funk
with the same reverence held for the '60s
and Soul Music. Where were the cultural
commentators- the Amiri Barakas and
Nikki Giovannis- who wrote with such reverence for Soul and Rhythm and Blues?
Didn't anyone else hear the echoes of the
Black Revolution in such dancefloor terrorism as "Rigor Mortis," "Holy Ghost,"
and "One Nation Under A Groove"?
"With the groove our only guide, we
shall all be moved"
- Funkadelic, "One Nation Under A
Groove"
Black culture today is being drawn into
narrowly defined channels. The media, from
the hard right to the liberal left, portrays
black America as two worlds: the impoverished urban set-down with hip-hop and
Louis Farrakhan, the kind who don't read
and won't integrate; and the urbane, college-bred African American, who lives in
white neighborhoods, plays jazz, reads Terri
McMillan, and invests in stocks.
These stereotypes can be perpetuated
because an important historical link is missing- the musical remnants from the black
power era that endured the whitewashing
of disco music and maintained an integrated yet very black consciousness
through the decades.
What I'm referring to is, of course, the
Funk: the relentless, percolating rhythm;
the driving bass; the sophisticated swingVol. 8, #9

"You're a shining
star for you to see
What your life can
truly be"
-Earth, Wind & Fire
ing, highly arranged yet intensely improvisational, fun-loving yet deeply political,
inclusive yet defiantly black-conscious
groove music spawned by James Brown
and Sly & The Family Stone. Embellished
by countless bands and performers since
that time, Funk has since been dismissed
as a minor blip on the pop culture radar.

"We shall overcome! Where'd you get
your funk from?"
- Parliament, "Bop Gun"
People who protested in the '60s with
echoes of Soul Music in their ears gave up
on this music once it shifted into hardcore
overdrive. The bourgeois Boomer Left now
drives Toyotas to Sly & the Family Stone's
anthem, "Everyday People." These activists gave up on the music of the street.
Nobody really paid attention once Motown
fell off the charts, Michael Jackson's voice
changed, Sly Stone missed his last concert, and James Brown got "too black." No
one told the story. No one connected the
decline of the music with the decline in the
movement-and the subsequent rise of
corporate black culture.
Those Funky Seventies
We children of the 1970s grew up during the decade of integration-and the dissipation of a coherent black consciousness. Important black cultural upheavals,
like the demise ofradicalism under the FBI's
destructive COINTELPRO program, occurred outside of the nightly news. The
crushing of the movement left a void that
was replaced by the appeals of pop culture: the cartoon life ofBlaxploitation films
like "Co:ffy'' and "Car Wash," and whiteproduced television shows like "Sanford
& Son" and "The Jeffersons." This avalanche of commodified culture combined
with the escapist migrations of the Me
RESIST Newsletter

Decade-black flight from the inner cities,
the upsurge of intermarriage and divorce,
and the spread of hardcore drugs-to fuel
a decade of malaise in Black America.

"Ain t you deep, in your semi-first class
seat."
-Funkadelic, "If You Don t Like the
Effects; Don 't Produce the Cause"
Funk musicians themselves had been
very serious about maintaining an ideology and consciousness in their music
throughout the 1970s. Democracy was in
the groove, and the groove dictated that
they reach the people on the people's terms.
When Sly & the Family Stone got on
stage, dressed in the wild Bay Area hippie
styles, with men and women performers,
black and white performers, their driving,
exhilarating funk groove was working for
everyone. The band symbolized the goals
of inclusion; they literally worked as a
multicultural democracy.
The massive funk bands that followed-Earth, Wmd & Fire, the Isley Brothers, Rufus Featuring Chaka Khan, the Ohio
Players, the Commodores, Kool & the
Gang, the Average White Band, George
Clinton's P-Funk- all drew on Sly's basic
principles. Forged from an African spirit of
rhythm and collective participation, the
bands brought diverse and talented individuals together into a unified whole, celebrating diversity and forging unity. Funk
was a living, working example of freedom,
democracy, and integration.

"Music is the message that sings universal love for one and all. "
-Kool and the Gang, "Music Is The
Message"
Kool & the Gang was one of the bands
that defined blackness for my generation.
While they cranked some of the hottest
street funk singles of the era- "Hollywood
Swinging," "Jungle Boogie," and "Funky
Stuff'-they also explored a variety ofjazz
and African influences. The core members
converted to the Nation of Islam, and the
band wrote involved spiritual numbers,
subtly expanding their vision of the black
experience for the listener without dogmas
or speeches. Then of course, the group sold
out in 1978.
They continued to release disco-pop
singles through 1988, surpassing the
Beatles as Billboard's "duo or group" with
the most top 40 singles of all time. But the
real deal was that they bowed to pressure
continued on page eleven
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THINK AGAIN Challenges Myths
S.A. BACHMAN
~ e official story is that THINK AGAIN
1. are artists who strike back at mainstream ideas that perpetuate injustice. The
unofficial story is that THINK AGAIN are
angry artists. We've lived through ACT
UP, WHAM and WAC. We still wear too
much black and have the Guerrilla Girls
hanging up all over our homes. We're angry that conservative backlash, corporate
culture, and public complacency have conspired to create a culture of political apathy. And we believe that queer liberation
demands alliances between ethnic, racial,
sexual and economic communities.
Our concerns have always focused on
how culture is created, on where the socalled mainstream is and what kind ofpower
it has, on where the political debate needs
to be centered, and on how the right so
effectively obscures ideological and economic injustice.
We still live in an age where the central
means of communication are owned by the

elite and where people are assaulted by the
media-at home via television, at work via
the web, at school via reading programs
sponsored by Joe Camel and Disney. From
Calvin Klein to Pat Robertson, our culture
makers can all pay top dollar for a platform.
Whatever visual space hasn't been
bought, the state owns.
So, we ask ourselves, how can artists
enter the debate on a budget of$225.00 per
month?
More than a sound bite on the street,
THINK AGAIN's postcards strive to be
something between the one-liner and the
editorial. We think that low-tech still works
and we 're committed to giving out our work
for free. When we're in the street, most of
our encounters are for 35 seconds and our
longest conversations are about 15 minutes. We talk to people while we're wheatpasting posters and stickering street signs.
We explain what we know about the "welfare witch-hunt" and we wonder if we're
going to get screamed at for handing out

IN 1998, THE U.S. REVOKED THE RIGHTS OF
IMMIGRANTS, REVOKED WELFARE, AND KICKED ONE
MILLION CHILDREN INTO POVERTY. IN THE SAME YEAR,
THE WEALTHIEST 10% OF AMERICANS OWNED
OVER 70% OF THE NATION'S WEALTH.

AN AMERICAN CLA~~IC

continued on page seven

WELCOME TO AMERICA.
WASH OUR DISHES, CLEAN UR CLOTHES,
NOW GO HOM

California eats becau

immigram.1111111nrk.

Souther
a ifornia,
without janitors in m..llll'l'ices of Century City,
without maids in
uxury hotels of San Francisco,
the entire economy of California would crumble.

•
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THINK AGAIN sponsored the "Economic
Boom for Whom" billboards like this one
in three Boston-area locations. Graphics
have also been displayed in other cities.
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WHITE MEN CAN'T COUNT
95% of senior management jobs are still held by white men.
The average white person's net worth is ten times that of black's.
For every $1 earned by white men, black men earn 74e, black women 64¢.

67% of black families don't make the country's average income.
continuedfrom page six

an image of someone's butt. The postcards
that we think are shocking, people say, "this
is great". The ones we think are funny, enrage. The sticker we think is brilliant, people
find indicting. With each new project we
rethink our strategy from the ground up.
We're skeptical that billboards can change
minds or that 30,000 postcards can prompt
political action, especially when The GAP
has plastered every inch of public space
with their ads. And, we wonder about all
this as the Christian Coalition pays $74,000
per anti-queer page in USA Today. We frequently ask ourselves how much can anyone expect of a work of "political" art? Our
convinction is that art can serve to provoke the political imagination.
And, when we feel we've had an impact,
Disney airs a program about how Cinderella
has been misunderstood by feminists.

In the end, we've been surprised at what
can get said in 55 seconds. Ultimately, the
most coveted place for our artwork is not
at MOMA, but on the refrigerator- which
is where we hope our stuff ends up after
going through the mail. The good news is
that in the contest of cultural meaning we're
a small interventionist blip on the screen.
The bad news is that WAL-MART, The
GAP and The Christian Coalition aren't
backing down. But, neither is THINK
AGAIN.

THINK A GAIN received a grant from
RESIST in 1998. For more information,
contact AgitArt@aol.com; or visit
THINKAGAIN's website at http://
members.aol.com/agitart.

what If a straight man got bashed every time queers felt threatened by heterosexuals?

Postcards such as those on page six and
to the left are part ofTHINKAGAIN's
activist campaigns. The back of the postcard above includes the addresses of
major networks and asks senders to
respond with the following message: "I
am outraged by the homophobic content
of your recent television program. Specifically, I was offended by the following:

Program:
Air Date
Situation or Remark:
Vol. 8, #9
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Howard Zinn Talks Art and Politics
Historian/Acdvist Discusses His New Play "Marx in Soho"
CAROLSCHACHET

R

ward Zinn, whose book The Future
of History, is the most recent of his

many acclaimed progressive analyses of
history, spoke with Resists editor about
his other passion: play writing.

Many people do not know that, in addition
to being an historian and political activist,
you have written three plays. Could you
say a little bit about your newest production, "Marx in Soho," which opened in
Providence, Rhode Island in October.
ZINN: The idea of"Marx in Soho" came
out of the fact that I had read a lot of Marx
when I was young, and I worked several
years in the shipyards. I and other young
radical shipyard workers would get together
and read Marx. I thought that he had a lot
of important things to say about the world.
In fact, in the working class environment in which I grew up, Marx's ideas
seemed very, very pertinent. His critique
of capitalist society seemed right on target
if I looked around me. Later, when I became
an academic and began teaching political
theory as well as other courses, I began
teaching a course on Marxism. It soon became a course on Marxism and anarchism,
because I got interested in anarchism.
I also got interested in Marx's personal
life, his family life, which fascinated me. I
am interested in the interplay between
someone's personal life and their politics
and the conflicts that arise between the
demands of the family and the demands of
political movements. All those elements
entered into my decision to write a play
about Marx.
At first, I wrote a multi-person play,
which included members of his family and
some of the people around him politically,
including his political antagonist, Bakunin
the anarchist. It was actually my wife's influenc(}-she's been a great influence on
my writing-and she said that I should
make the play more relevant to what is going on today. And that, then, became the
idea that Marx should return in the present.
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When he's not relaxing on a hammock, Howard Zinn speaks actively for social justice,
writes both historical works and stage productions.

And return to the wrong Soho.
ZINN: Exactly. In this play, Marx wants
to be returned to Soho in London, where
he lived, in order to clear his name. But by
bureaucratic error, they return him to Soho
in New York. This gives him an opportunity to talk to the audience about what he
sees around him in the United States. In
other words, comment on capitalism today.
Marx does this in the play, while at the
same time, he is also reminiscing about the
19th century and about his family, his political activity, the Paris Commune of 1871 ,
and his ideological conflicts with Bakunin.
It's a one-person play, but Marx evokes the
character of his wife, Jenny, and his daughter, Eleanor, who's a very interesting girl.
And Bakunin, who's both a serious political thinker and a kind of comic character.

And you certainly engage in humor in the
play to keep the play interesting, but also
to make your points. I mean, why do they
keep having to declare Marx dead, for instance....
ZINN: Right. Well, humor is an art form
which is helpful, and which political movements badly need. Humor is appealing to
RESIST Newsletter

people, because you can make points with
humor very often more strongly than you
can with sober prose. Political humor has
always been a wonderful thing, back to the
Greeks or back to George Bernard Shaw, or
in this country, Mark Twain or Lenny
Bruce, Dick Gregory. I think it's enormously
effective in getting ideas across.
Do you think you were able to defend Marx?

ZINN: Well, I think so. Let's put it this
way: Does it work? Is he persuasive? At
Brown University [where the play opened],
several hundred students in the audienc(}no more than a handful of them start off as
believing in Socialism or in Marx- listened
to Marx defend his ideas. They recognize
thatwhatMarxsaysmakessense,because
he's not spouting wild and ridiculous statements. Instead he's talking about things
that are immediately recognizable today
about the unequal distribution of wealth,
about the concentration of capital in fewer
and fewer hands, about the commodification
of art and of people, the corrupting influence of money in affecting people's lives.
And the things that he says- if you didn't
kn.ow Marx was saying them, and therefore
continued on page nine
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you had no starting prejudices against anything Marxist- make sense. Anybody who
said that would be recognized as somebody
who is uttering an obvious truth.
I think he's persuasive in his critique of
capitalism today, and
he also, of course,
delivers a critique of
the distorted forms of
Socialism that took
place in the Soviet
Union and Eastern
Europe. He's angry at the way his ideas
were interpreted there. I thought that was
a very important thing to do, because when
the Soviet Union fell, it was proclaimed
Marxism Is Dead, and the Soviet Union was
identified with Marxism. In fact, many people
made and still make that identification.

about it because I was so busy with other
things. Our lives were consumed by the
war [in Vietnam] and the anti-war movement. When the war ended in '75 you might
say I had a breathing spell. I had an oppor-

ZINN: I assume that political art is intended to move people to action. That is,
it's not really political unless it has that
effect. If it doesn't have that effect, or at
least doesn't try to have that effect, then
it's an intellectual
exercise, or an artistic exercise. But, if
you are a political
person, if you're involved in social
movements, you
want the things you
do to move people
to participate in social activity and movements. From the start ofmy mature life, that
was always my intention whatever I was
doing, whether in the classroom or in books
or, later, in the theater.

I assume that political art is intended to
move people to action. That is, it's not
really political unless it has that effect.

Do you have any more plays or productions
in the works?
ZINN: I hope to write more plays. Probably that's the kind of writing I would like
to do more than anything else.
There's going to be a production of
"Marx in Soho" in Tampa, Florida in January, and in Gary, Indiana in the spring.
There's probably going to be more productions of "Marx in Soho" on a number of
campuses, the University of Chicago, Berkeley, California.
What got you into being a playwright instead of a "straight academic historian?"

tunity to write a play about Emma Goldman,
in whom I'd become interested. And I'd
become interested in anarchism. Both
Emma Goldman and anarchism experienced
a brief resurgence of interest in the '60s
through the women's movement and the
New Left.

I see art as
giving emotional
expression to ideas
That was my first and my most successful play since. It played twice in New York.
It was the longest-running play in Boston
in 1977. And it played in London and Tokyo and other Japanese cities. And it's
going to be done in Arkansas, a central
locale for anarchism, of course.

In a way, then, the play opened the discusZINN: Well, of course, I was never a
straight academic historian, although it
looked like I might go that way. I like to
think that my books are not written in academic language.
What got me into writing plays simply
is that I'd always been interested in theater,
even while I was writing books on politics
and history, the civil rights movement, and
writing in the midst of the anti-war movement. My wife was an actress in Atlanta
when we lived there while I was teaching
at Spelman College. Our daughter was an
actress for awhile. Our son is still a theater
person- he runs a theater out in Wellfleet
on Cape Cod. Everybody in my immediate
family was in the theater except me.
I've always been interested in theater,
but I never got a chance to do anything
Vol. 8, #9

sion in areas that a book or a different
form might not have.
ZINN: A play simply presents material
more emotionally, and therefore has the
effect that all art, when it works, has on
people. I see art as giving emotional expression to ideas which otherwise could
be presented in words. And so, it's not so
much that in the theater you can present
different kinds of ideas than in books, but
you can present them with greater intensity and passion.
You said about education: the advanced
purpose in education is to create active
citizens that will change society. Is there
a similar purpose for political art as you
have engaged in it?
RESIST Newsletter

Do you think there's a natural interaction
between art and politics?
ZINN: Clearly there's a lot of art that is
not political in the sense that it does not
move people to action. Therefore, it's hard
to say that there's a natural connection.
On the other hand, since really good art
affects people emotionally, then it certainly
has the potential of being an important political act. But I guess to say that there's a
natural connection suggests an inevitability which is not quite true.
I'm also thinking about it the other way
around, that as people engage in social
change movements or activism, there often seems to be a wellspring of art that
comes with that.
ZINN: I think that's true, because people
engaged in the social action realize how
important art is in enhancing whatever
they do. It has something to do with our
thinking without consciously deciding, oh,
this is going to help the cause.
For instance, in the civil rights movement, meetings and rallies took place in
churches, and there were church choirs.
Instead of singing the old-fashioned spirituals, the church choirs were singing movement songs, or adapting the old spirituals
to movement songs without consciously
thinking: oh, this is going to be great for
the movement. But, of course, it was. The
music created a spirit and enthusiasm and
emotion which brought people more deeply
continued on page ten
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into whatever was going on.
I saw this again and again in the South.
I remember being in Selma, Alabama listening to the Selma Freedom Chorus at a meeting in the church, and the effect that it had
on everybody there was tremendous. The
next day they had to have a lot of courage
to go out on the streets and try to register
to vote and face the police, and that music
inspired them and encouraged them.
The music acted as a great motivator and
strengthener. Do you think organizers set
out to use music as a political strategy, or
was it a byproduct of people involved ins~
cial action?

ZINN: No, not in that case, but music is
more strategic in other cases. People may
think about it beforehand and say: oh,
we're having a union meeting so let's put
on the play "Waiting for Lefty" and maybe
it will help. Or, let's start the meeting with
singing "Solidarity." There are times when
people organizing movements are very conscious of the importance of art and use it in
building the movement, to help create a
mood and common focus.

Free speech suggests that. .. there should
be a great tolerance for all kinds of art.
What is more of a clear and present
danger to human beings-art which may
be offensive, or missiles?
ZINN: Obviously, Guliani has all political motives, but there is art which is offensive to certain people. Free speech suggests that if it's not a clear and present
danger to human life, then there should be
a great, great tolerance for all kinds of art
as there is for all kinds of speech. Whether
you like it or not, whether you disagree
with it or not, we should all be open to a
free marketplace of ideas and of art.
It's an enormous hypocrisy for these
· politicians to threaten to hold back the pitiful sums of money that are given to subsidize art, when exactly these same people
are willing to allocate several hundred billion dollars for the military budget. That's
obscene. What is more of a clear and
present danger to human beings-art

It gives a boost to the spirit of people in
political movements when they see
somebody in the arts supporting the cause.
Murals have done a similar thing in linking different cultures together, or expressing historical figures or goals.

ZINN: I certainly think that's true in
murals, and especially when the murals get
out of the museum and out of precious
places. You see more and more murals now
in the poor districts, where art is from the
neighborhood, on the walls of buildings.
And it's almost always political art. I've
seen it in New York. I've seen it in Boston.
And it then has great power.
You mentioned precious places and museums. One of the things in the news recently has been a controversial exhibit at
the Brooklyn Museum of Arts. Mayor
Giuliani has threatened to withhold money
from the institution.
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which may be offensive, or missiles?
Do you think there is a way that radical
and progressive activists can better understand the connections between art and
their work as activists?

ZINN: I suppose the best way for them
to understand it is by experiencing it. And
that happens in the natural course of the
development of political action, that singers appear, poets appear. And I didn't mention poetry and this powerful force of poetry, of political poets and the example that
poets give both in what they write and how
they behave in the world. I think of Marge
Piercy and Daniel Berrigan. Movement
people encounter poets, and they encounter people in the arts who are active in politics. It always gives a boost to the spirit of
RESIST Newsletter

people in political movements when they
see somebody in the arts supporting the
cause--whether its Susan Sarandon and
Tim Robbins speaking at an anti-war rally
during the Gulf War, or the singers who
appear at meetings. That's the way people
learn the importance of art.
I've also heard some rumors that you and
Matt Damon might work on some projects
together in television.

ZINN: We might. Matt Damon and Ben
Affleck are fans of the book, A Peoples
History of the United States. Matt Damon
started reading it when he was quite young.
His mother is a political activist, and she
gave him my book to reaq. They were
nextdoor neighbors, and so, we watched
Matt grow up and went to his high school
plays. Like Matt, Ben was given the book
in the high school that they both attended.
Both Ben Affleck and Matt Damon would
like to work with me on turning A Peoples
History into a television series. Whether that
will happen is not at all certain, but with
them behind it, it's conceivable that it could
happen. It's not an immediate prospect.
Thank you very much, Howard, for talking with me, and for all the longstanding
work you've done with RESIST.

ZINN: Well, RESIST has been terrific.
RESIST has been a stalwart. I get the RESIST newsletters and I see all the grants
you give to all these different organizations. If you made a list, which you do from
time to time, of all the organizations that
you give money to, that itself is encouraging, because you see how many groups all
over the country are active in doing things.
I think RESIST has done a great job.

Carol Schachet edits the RESIST Newsletter and talks with interesting people.
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from their Mob-connected record label, and
abandoned a style they not only pioneered,
but expanded. This change of heart reveals
as much about the time period as any Civil
Rights Commission demographic data.
While Funk began the decade as an expression of black pride and a triumphant
spirit, the pop music industry sought to
reduce its complexity. Finally, in 1977, "Saturday Night Fever" became the lightning
rod for the musical movement known as
disco, a weak imitation of Funk, and a triumph of rhythmic banality. While rock radio went to war with disco, black radio submitted to it-wiping out generations of onthe-air signifying. Promoters and retailers
cleared out soul bins and replaced them
with disco titles. Record companies
dropped soul singers and funk bands that
wouldn't go disco. Artists themselves were
smothered by the growth of disco, and few
black acts survived intact.
The soul singer Latimore put it best in 1979:
Disc Jockeys mind so confused, cantplay
no rhythm and blues I Got to keep that
same old beat, wife and children got to
eat I Gets his orders from a man who
don t even understand I He don t care
whats on your mind, hes lookin 'at dollar signs All he know is bomp-sip sip
sip sip sip sip I Hes been discoed to death.
-Latimore, "Discoed To Death "
What began as white cooperation with
Soul, turned into white control of disco,
and finally, resulted in what Nelson George
would call ''the death of rhythm and blues."
The loss of the music was a tough by-product of integration, but it needs to be understood as the political history of Soul.

Getting to the One
Part of this missing history is recaptured
with Brian Ward's book Just My Soul Responding: Rhythm and Blues, Black Consciousness and Race Relations, one of the
most thorough treatments of rhythm and
blues in years. Ward, a white Londoner,
argues that black popular music is an institution that gives a voice to the voiceless,
makes a case for a people's values and aspirations, and is thus inherently political.
He also demonstrates a point which inexplicably has been missed by so many traditional civil rights historians: the music, the
musicians, and the movement thrived and
lived together, influencing one another inseparably.
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Ward's fascination with interracial cooperation in Soul Music gets a lot of mileage, and he is best equipped to deal with
the politics of the early civil rights movement and its music. But the way he deals
with the funk years is more problematic.
Take Ward's treatment of James Brown's
nationalism in his 1969 hit, "I Don't Want
Nobody to Give me Nothin', "Brown's line,
"Don't give me integration, I want true
communication," was perhaps the strongest assertion of his disdain for what was
passing for race relations in the black community. Meanwhile, he coined perhaps the
most insightful rationale for affirmative action ever: "I don't want nobody to give me
nothin' / Just open up the door/ I'll get it
myselfl" Brown's sentiments were deeply
felt in the black community and were essential to Brown's authenticity. But Ward
didn't get that deep.
Ward's treatment of the Last Poets is
also superficial: "They spouted a lot of
nonsense about the coming of the armed
struggle ... and berated their brothers for
not joining the uprising on ... 'Niggers are
Scared of Revolution.'" Ward does not
seem to realize that for oppressed people,
visualizing total change is often a basic
means of initiating action on a more mundane level. He therefore implies that there
is good protest music, and bad protest
music. This ideological bias is the most
troubling aspect of his otherwise deft and
significant book.
If one looks at black music on its own
terms, all of the extreme elements-urges
of nationalism, violence, misogyny and
self-destruction-are channeled through a
counterpoint of rhythm, soul, and spirit, in
which radicalism is essential to the whole.
There is no nonsense in black music. Everything is connected to everything else,
and from the earliest moments of the blues,
black music has strived to return to this
balance and natural order of things.
"Everything is Everything"
-Donny Hathaway, "Everything is
Everything"
The legacy of Funk and Soul is a holistic one, one that shows us that blackness,
freedom, and integration are not exclusive.
Take another funk exemplar, Stevie Wonder. After providing child labor for Berry
Gordy's Motown-a black-owned imitation of exploitative white-run record companies-Stevie demanded renegotiation on
his 21st birthday, and earned complete ereRESIST Newsletter

ative control, a decidedly political act for
someone operating without agents or family intrusions.
He then went on to produce music that
soared beyond soul's standard fare to incorporate blistering commentaries on the
social condition ("Big Brother," "Village
Ghetto Land"), elaborately orchestrated
anthems of survival ("Livin' For the City,"
"Black Man"), upbeat pop and joyous love
songs ("Isn't She Lovely," "Golden Lady"),
all with sophisticated jazz interpretations
and arrangements. In short, Stevie Wonder incorporated the entirety of the black
tradition, as well as many European aspects
into his music, fusing together an integrated
landscape of sound that affirmed a sophisticated yet street-smart African-American
aesthetic.
Stevie shrewdly dismissed disco, producing at its height a tribute to Duke
Ellington, "Sir Duke." In a successful tactic that merged Soul with politics, he used
his 1980 album, Hotter Than July as a political manifesto calling on his fans to support the creation of a Martin Luther King,
Jr. National Holiday. (He also flirted with
running for Mayor of Detroit-now that's
Soul Power.)
Stevie's music affirmed a sophisticated
black consciousness, transcending W.E.B.
Du Bois' notion of a "double consciousness" by weaving western knowledge into
a thriving black identity. Integration, to
many black folks, meant black sophistication, not white identification. The soul and
spirit were African, the setting and the status were western.
Funk is a music of traditions. These traditions-of music, ofpolitical struggle, and
the spirit of freedom--were handed down
to the generation of black musicians entering the 1970s. These artists had with them
the triumphant spirit of the civil rights
movement, the bittersweet scars of the
black power era, a surprising amount of
musical training, a brand new groove to
work with, and a strangely enthusiastic
support from major record companies. And
what they did with this opportunity should
be household knowledge, a source of pride,
and a call to the dancefloor.

This article is reprinted with permission
from ColorLines Magazine (Summer,
1999) and the Applied Research Center,
3781 Broadway, Oakland, CA 94612;
510-653-3415.
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Resist awards grants six times a year to
groups throughout the United States engaged in activism for social and economic
justice. In this issue of the Newsletter we
list a few grant recipients from our October
allocation cycle. For more information, contact the groups at the addresses below.

Criminal Justice Consortium
1515 Webster Street
Oakland, CA 94612; cjc@idiom.com

California, the CJC is now expanding into
Southern California, a region which
represents two-thirds of both the voters
and prisoners in California.
Resist awarded a $2,000 Riegle Tribute
grant to the CJC. This grant honors the
life and work of Boston activist Mike
Riegle, a long-time supporter of prisoners' rights, gay and lesbian liberation and
the radical movement for justice.

Dyke TV
The Criminal Justice Consortium (CJC)
seeks to reduce over-reliance on incarceration in California and to promote
humane alternatives to prisons. The CJC
pushed the California legislature to establish a commission to examine both juvenile and adult prisons, and found that
California returns more parolees to prison
each year than all other states combined.
Seeking to educate voters about the high
costs of prisons, the CJC holds annual
symposia, produces fact-sheets and
holds press conferences. Members include grassroots organizations, legal
services groups, social services providers, as well as academics, friends and
families of prisoners and former prison
employees.
With a strong base in Northern

PO Box 55
Prince Street Station
NY, NY 10012; dyketv@echonyc.com
Dyke TV is activist television designed
to provoke, incite, organize and educate.
Their mission is to promote lesbian visibility and empower lesbians with media
tools for creative expression, education
and organizing. Dyke TV produces cable
access shows which air regularly in 50
cities around the country; offers video
workshops; and functions as a media
resource and training center for lesbians
and their allies.
Resist's grant of $1,000 will help to
fund affordable video workshops,
training lesbian political activists in the
latest digital editing technology.

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
Join the Resist Pledge Program
We'd like you to consider
becoming a Resist Pledge.
Pledges account for over
30% of our income.

•

By becoming a pledge, you help
guarantee Resist a fixed and dependable
source of income on which we can build
our grant-making
program. In return, we will send you a
monthly pledge letter and reminder
along with your newsletter. We will
keep you up-to-date on the groups we
have funded and the other work being
done at Resist.
So take the plunge and become a Resist
Pledge! We count on you, and the
groups we fund count on us.

•

Yes/ I'll become a
· RESIST Pledge.
I'll send you my pledge of $_ _
every month/two months/
quarter/six months (circle one).
[] Enclosed is an initial pledge
contribution of $_ __

.

[ ] I can't join the pledge program
now, but here's a contribution of
$_ _ _ to support your work.
Name
---------Address _ _ _ _ _ _ __
City/State/Zip _ _ _ _ __
Phone - - - - - - - - - -

Donations to Resist are tax-deductible.
Resist • 259 Elm Street • Suite 201 • Somerville • MA • 02144

•

••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
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.Network for Immigrant Justice
2551 Chula Vista
Eugene, OR 97403; nij@efn..org
In response to anti-immigrant sentiment
in California in the early 1990s, activists
in Oregon formed the Network for Immigrant Justice (NIJ) in an attempt to stem
the tide of racism before it reached their
state. The current work ofNIJ is fourfold: 1) educating and mobilizing their
constituencies on unjust guestworker
programs; 2) monitoring local INS raids
for human rights abuses; 3) educating
the public regarding the INS employer
sanctions and their negative impact on
unions and workplace justice in general;
and 4) participating local actions to call
attention to increased militarization of the
US borders.
Resist awarded the Network for
Immigrant Justice a $2,000 grant for
general support.

Sisters in Action for Power
1732 NE Alberta
Portland, OR 97211
Sisters in Action for Power is dedicated
to building the leadership and collective
power oflow-income communities and
communities of color by working with
women and girls in those communities. In
addition to training women and girls as
social justice advocates, the group seeks
to combat structures of oppression. They
call attention to issues as diverse as dating
violence and the cost of school transportation for low-income students. Sisters
for Action created GAP (Girls in Action
for Power) to encourage 11-19 year olds
to participate in community organizing.
Sisters in Action for Power received a
$2,000 Salzman grant to support their
transition to independence, having
formerly been sponsored by the Center
for Third World Organizing. The Freda
Friedman Salzman Memorial Endowment
Fund "is dedicated to the purpose of
supporting organized resistance to the
institutions and practices that rob people
of their dignity as full human beings."
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